For some years various Societies of Anaesthetists and Faculties of Anaesthesia have occasionally included in their meeting programmes a session, or part session, on the history of the specialty. These programmes have indicated a growing interest in this aspect of the study of anaesthesia. Such interest is usually a sign of the maturation of a speciaity from the early stages of the struggle for recognition to the calm contemplation of the steps which have led to this success.
It is to the Department of Anaesthesiology, Erasmus University, Rotterdam, that we owe recognition of this awakened enthusiasm, and the organisation of the First International Seminar on the History of Modern Anaesthesia, held in the Medical School of the Erasmus University, from 5th-8th May, 1982. This meeting was in itself a significant step in the history of anaesthesia.
Though every form of anaesthesia and intensive care received due recognition, the emergent themes of discussion were "Pioneering in Anaesthesia" and "The Spread of Modern Anaesthesia around the World". This was natural, since the organising committee had made a point of inviting not only the known pioneers of methods and equipment, but also those who had led the establishment of the speciaity in countries all around the world.
The list of participants was a microcosm of anaesthetic history, for although such men as Harold Griffith of Canada and Ivan Magill of England were physically unable to be present, many other pioneers read fascinating papers describing in person their early experiences with methods and apparatus taken for granted by today's anaesthetists. pointed out that it was as a result of his work with Lassen during the poliomyelitis epidemic in Copenhagen in 1952 that the anaesthetist, as he said, "was taken out of the operating theatre". As the only Australian present, I must pay tribute to the Australian Society of Anaesthetists and the Faculty of Anaesthetists, Royal Australian College of Surgeons. Due to the policy of annual invitation of a distinguished anaesthetist from overseas to lecture in all states and attend meetings, I found myself among many old friends, who made eager enquiries about other anaesthetists in Australia, and sent their good wishes to you all.
As well as the papers, there were a number of excellent demonstrations; a magnificent series of illustrations of German apparatus throughout the l36 years of anaesthetic history; Or. Morris' "family tree" of noted anaesthetists in descent from Ralph Waters of Madison, Wisconsin, the pioneer of postgraduate training; a small but elegant exhibit by the Netherlands Society which included St. Rent!, the patron saint of anaesthesia (of whom I'd never heard); and the "quiz" demonstration, that is, "Name this piece of apparatus".
It was to be anticipated that this first meeting should have been perhaps too brief for the number of papers offered, which led to tantalising decisions as to which of several simultaneous sessions to attend, when one really wanted to hear them all, but the organisers are to be congratulated on their initiative and enthusiasm in inaugurating this progressive movement.
Or. Erdmann, Professor of Anaesthesiology, Erasmus University was Chairman of the Symposium. He and his wife were most gracious hosts. As with every meeting, the secretary is the lynch-pin. Or. Rupreht was excellent in this role.
